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T
his day began like many other
days, but it would not be a just
another day. The alarm clock
springs me out of bed and I peek
out the window for a weather

check. It is raining today, like it did most
of the winter here in Northern Virginia
— quite different than the winters back
home in Indiana. Despite the weather,
today will be a great day for over 300 stu-
dents who will be graduating from the
Advanced Program Management Course
(APMC) at the Defense Systems Man-
agement College (DSMC), located at Fort
Belvoir, Va. With a newfound enthusi-
asm, we will all return to work and begin
implementing the new Acquisition Re-
form initiatives that we have been study-
ing diligently the last several months. 

Happy…But Sad Concurrently
On the way to graduation, the cars on
the highway are weaving in and out send-
ing mist onto my windshield, remind-
ing me of the weather we experienced
on the very first day of classes in early
January. As I begin to reflect on my 14-
week learning experience at Fort Belvoir,
I realize that today is the last day that I
will see many of my classmates who by
now have become my friends.

Driving past the Belvoir Chapel, I say a
short prayer that all the students will
have a safe trip home from DSMC. They
came from all parts of the country and
spent nearly four months here, and all
of them will be glad to be home with their
families again. This 14-week TDY became

part of an excellent educational and per-
sonal development experience that will
benefit us for the rest of our careers.

Friends I made here included some of the
finest people that I have ever had the op-
portunity to know…and I will miss them.

As I walked in my section’s room on the
last day (Room 83, Section K, more af-
fectionately known as “K-Zoo”), things
seemed different. Many of my fellow stu-
dents had brought their families to share
their graduation experience. Tables were
pushed together in the middle of the
room, and caterers brought in fresh fruit,
bagels, and muffins.

Many students were quiet and reserved
instead of trading the usual greetings
and comments. I knew that all of us
wanted to go back home and resume
our normal lives; my senses also told me
that many of us were happy and sad con-
currently as we faced leaving our friends
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with whom we had bonded in a unique
manner and become well acquainted
with — whether it was playing basketball
or serving on Integrated Product Teams
(IPT) — for the last three and one-half
months. 

Don’t Miss Out on the DSMC 
Educational Experience
The DSMC offers the 14-week APMC
three times a year, and the faculty are
professionals, many with doctorates in
their area of expertise who have served
in the military. If you are planning on
becoming an acquisition professional,
either as a contractor or government rep-
resentative, this class is outstanding!

The class of 300-plus students is split
into different sections, and each section
has approximately 30 students that are
broken down into six teams. These
groups function as an IPT over the en-
tire course of the class and ultimately
transform us from a collection of stu-
dents from DoD and industry who are
unfamiliar with each other, into a highly
functional, specially trained team that
leads discussions, gives presentations,
solves problems, and integrates with
other teams in our classroom. 

In addition to the IPT and management
development training, many opportuni-
ties for self-assessment and improvement
exist. Over the course of 14 weeks, stu-
dents receive instruction on a host of tech-
nical skills and benefit from several
diversified experiences, such as: the pro-
gram planning and budgeting process for
government expenditures; Capitol Hill
trips; earned value management; systems
engineering; testing processes; manufac-
turing management; software engineer-
ing; contract and contractor management;
and funds management. The APMC fac-
ulty teach all of these areas using IPTs,
with actual cases solved by the teams to
test and build their knowledge.

In addition to the seven hours of class
per day, a typical day may also include
tests (known as “assessments”), papers
that are due, presentations to be made,
and group projects that require dedica-
tion by all members of the team. DSMC
reminds me very much of my graduate

business school’s approach to learning
—  by doing. 

Understanding Each Other’s
Business Practices
As one of the 16 students from indus-
try, I found it fascinating that both the
government representatives and the con-
tractors were able to experience a para-
digm shift that helped us understand
each other’s business practices from a
new perspective. We learned as much
from each other as we possibly could,
to the benefit of all of our companies
and DoD organizations. As teams, we
were able to create win-win solutions
through the use of new Acquisition Re-
form techniques.

At the same time, the industry repre-
sentatives were able to exchange infor-
mation on the use of good commercial
business practices, how those business
practices integrate with Acquisition Re-
form, and also discuss the extent to
which Acquisition Reform is actually
being implemented within each student’s
respective industry.

We were able to illustrate and agree on
many common frustrations facing us all,
and regularly agree on the solutions by
using Acquisition Reform initiatives and
good business sense. This experience of
working with actual case data, using the
latest DoD acquisition policies and com-
mon business practices, was a tremen-
dous learning experience for everyone. 

To enhance our personal development and
program management skills, DSMC has
one of the finest learning resource centers
(LRC) in the country. Self-improvement
tapes, videos, books, and a staff willing to
help everyone are there for the asking.
Based on detailed, personal assessments
that each student receives, a self-improve-
ment plan is developed and used as the
basis for many of our elective studies.

Many students listened to tapes driving
back and forth to school each day. The
topics were varied and covered subjects
such as people management, conflict
management, public speaking, business
etiquette, life-long goal setting, balanc-
ing your personal life, and of course, 

program management. I took over 100
hours of electives from this LRC and felt
like I just scratched the surface. So little
time — and so many books, tapes, videos….

One Last Benefit of DSMC —
Inspiration
The graduation ceremony was high-
lighted by Dr. Jacques S. Gansler, Under
Secretary of Defense (Acquisition &
Technology), who served as our keynote
speaker and inspired us all to go back
to our companies and DoD organiza-
tions, and practice doing things faster,
more efficiently, better, and cheaper, in
keeping with the vision of the Secretary
of Defense. However, he made sure that
we remembered the one and only rea-
son that we are in this business: to sup-
port the warfighter. He received a very
warm applause from the audience. We
were now officially graduates of APMC
98-1!

As we stepped out of the auditorium into
the outdoors, the rain had disappeared
and the sun was shining through the par-
tially cloudy sky — a good omen for
APMC 98-1 graduates. As we moved
back to our sections to receive our diplo-
mas, a sense of elation was present in K-
Zoo where I had spent the last 14 weeks.
Handshakes and hugs were everywhere
as congratulations were exchanged by
everyone. Many were in a hurry to leave
quickly to get home to see their families.
Several had two-day automobile trips be-
fore they would reach their destinations.

In time the classroom emptied. As I
looked around, I could still see the faces
and personalities in each chair and at
each table. To me, this empty classroom
will never be just an empty classroom.
It will be my classroom. It is a place where
many of us had a great learning experi-
ence and made friends that we will keep
forever. It is a place that I will always re-
member because of what we learned,
where it was, and who was there.

It will always be remembered as a place
where some of the finest professionals and
friends gathered for 14 weeks to solve prob-
lems, learn about learning, think about
thinking, and how to always manage up-
front and early with the use of an IPT.


